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The assassination of President John F. Kennedy evoked 
an immediate, intense, and far- ranging response from the American 
institutional system. Each institution, whether legal, political, 
archival, medical, communications, or other, put into motion its 
operational procedures and methods developed through the cen- 
turies to provide the public with an understanding of this 
crucial political act and to seek the ends of justice. Although 
each held the assumption truth can be discovered if pursued with 
objectivity and close attention to principles, each failed, the 
failure rooting more in the inability to maintain the integrity 
of the systems than in the illusive nature of truth. The 
massive response included the very important, nonofficial investi- 
gation of the assassination carried out by citizen-scholars, oppor- 
tunists, and eccentrics who have produced a unique literature, 
voluminous and mixed in quality. 
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While the assassination and its investigations has 
received scant attention from historians, it is a proper his- 
torical subject which is amenable to the tools of history. Its 
qualifications are, first, it demands schooled and tempered 
insight because the raging controversy seriously effects judg- 
ment faculties. Second, complexity marks practically every 
issue, fact, and public statement from the first minute of the 
murder to the present day. Third, it possesses vital meaning 
for the health of the societal form, in terms of not only the 
fragile nature of transition in the executive branch in this 
awesome nuclear age but also the function of federal investi- 
gative agencies, the role of intelligence agencies, the rela- 
tionship of press and publishers to government and controversy, 
the responsibility of scholars, the function of criticism, and 
more. 

Fourth, a particularly rich evidentiary base exists 
and can be subjected to the most exacting tests with the tools 
developed by history. The vast quantity of materials including 
1,000 feet of file drawers and over 100,000 electronic and photo- 
graphic items is marked with a quality which all first-class 
historical work yearns for. 1 There are official and nonofficial 
records, evidence which requires legal, medical, ballistics, 
photographic, and other expertise, and controversial documents 
which are replete with forgeries, perjuries, expurgations and 
chronological fallacies. 

Critics — about 200 of them — plunged into this extraord- 
inary mass of evidence, persisting for fourteen years in their 
efforts to discover the truth about the crime. 2 
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